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INTRODUCTION 
The Teachings of Epicurus 
THE FOUNDER 
Among the systems of ancient philosophy, 
Epicureanism is remarkable for the completenes s with which 
its doctrines were worked out by their first author, and 
for the fidelity with which they were handed down to the 
latest generation of his disciples. Benn says that nothing 
was added to, and nothing was tak en from, the original teach-
ing of Epicurus for a period of more than five hundred years. 
He also says that Epicurus did not encourage independent 
thought among his disciples. From the first a standard of 
orthodoxy was erected; and to facilitate t he ir retention; the 
leading tenets of the school were drawn up in a series of 
articles which its adherents were advised to learn by heart. 
Hen ce while nearly all the other chief sects among whi ch 
philosophy wa s divided drew their appellation, not from their 
first founder, but from the locality where his lectures had 
been delivered, the Epicureans a lone continued to bear the 
name of a master whom they regarded with religious veneration. 
Let us now look at his personal history and at the 
manner in which his system seems to have been gradually built 
up. Epicurus was born 341 B.C., about the same time as Zeno, 
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~he Stoic. He was of Athenian parentage; that is to say, he 
belonged to a race marke d by a singular inapk·id:.ude or distaste 
for phy si ca l inquiries. His father, a poor colonist in Samos, 
'· 
was, apparently, not able to give him a very regular education. 
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At eighteen he was sent to Athens, but was shortly after -
wards obliged to rejoin his family, who were driven from 
Samos in 322, along with the other Athenian settlers, by a 
political revolution. In the course of his wanderings the 
future philosopher came across some public lectures. He did 
not have the steady discipline in a course of instruction 
under them, for Epicurus alway s described himself as self-
taught, meaning that his knowledge had been acquired by read-
ing instead of by listening. 
After teaching for sometime in Mitylene~Epicurus 
established himself as the head of a school in Athens, where 
he bought a house and garden. In the latter he lectured and 
gathered around him a band of devoted friends, among whom 
women were included , and who were accustomed to assemble for 
purposes of social recreation not less than of ph ilosophic 
discipline. Just before his d e ath, which occufed in the y ear 
270, he declared in a letter to his friend Idomeneus that the 
recollection of his philosophical achievements had been a 
source of pleasure as to overcome the agonies of disease, and 
to make the last day the happiest of his li.fe. (Cic. De Fin. 
II 30 #96). Epicurus had secluded himself from the world, 
and few echoes of his teaching seem to have passed beyond the 
circle of his immediate adherents. Thus, whatever opportunities 
might otherwise have offered themselves of profiting by adverse 
criticism were completely lost. 
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Epicureanism was essentially a practical philosphy. 
The physical, theolog ical, and logical portions of the system 
were reasoned out with exclusive reference to its ethical 
e n d, and their absolute subordination to it was never allowed 
to be forgotten. It is, therefore, with the moral theory of 
Epicurus that we must begin. 
From the time of Socrates on, the mB.jority of the 
Greeks, had they been asked what was the ultimate object of 
endeavor, or what made life worth living, would have answered 
pleasure. Epicurus boldly declared that he for his part, could 
not conceive any pleasures apart from those received through 
t h e five senses, among which he characteristically enough, in -
cluded aesthetic enjoyments. According to Bailey , Ep icurus 
said, "I kno vv not how I can conceive the good, if I with draw 
t h e pleasures of taste, and withdraw the pleasures of love, 
and with draw t he pleasures of hearing, and withdraw t h e pleasur-
able emotions cau sed to s i ght by beautiful form. (P. 123-10). 
Mental happiness properly consi sted in the assurance of pro-
longed and painless sensual gratification. To a Gre ek , mental 
pleasures were those derived from friendship and from intellectual 
a ctivity . But Epicurus, while warmly panegyrizing friendshi p , 
recommends it not for the direct pleasure it affords, but for 
the pa i n and danger whi ch it prevents. Epicurus seems to admit 
that bodily satisfaction is rather the removal of a want, and 
consequently of a pain, than a source of positive pleasure. 
From this conce p tion of painlessness as t h e supreme 
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good, he proceeds to evolve from it a whole eth ical, 
t h eolog ical and phy sical system. In analyzing the particular 
virtues, temperance obviously takes precedence of the oth ers • . 
As his philosophy was intended for the use of all mank ind 
without exception, it was bound to show that happiness is 
within the reach of the poor as well as of t he rich; and this 
could not be if it depended, to any appreciable extent, on 
indulgences which wealth alone can purchase. 
The old conception of fortitude was willingness to 
face pain and death on behalf of a noble cau se, and t h e ultimate 
sanction of such self-devotion was found in the pressure of 
public opinion. Epicurus inculcated a disreg ard for reputa tion, 
but had nothing to put irt its pla ce b eyond the c a lculations of 
self-interest. Pain he encountered by exaggerating the mind's 
power of annulling external sensation by concentrating its 
whole attention on remembered or anticipated pleasures, or else 
on the certainty that present suffering must come to an end, 
and to a more speedy end in proportion to its greater severity. 
Justice, according to our philosopher, is ne i t her an 
interna l balance of t h e soul's faculties, nor a rule imposed by 
t h e will of t h e stronger, but a mutual agreement to abstain 
from transgressions, vary ing from time to ~ime with the varying 
interests of society , and alway s determined by considerations 
of general utility . Epicurus tells us that no man who stea l t hily 
evades the contract to abstain from mut u a l aggressions can be 
sure of . escaping detection. (Hor. Sat. I, III) lll-112). Fear 
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of punishment is quite enough to deter a prudent man from 
committing crimes. When his concrete interest as a private 
citizen comes into collision with his abstract interests as 
a social unit, the wise man must strike a balance between the 
pains respectively resulting from justice and injustice. At 
worst he can fall back on the Epicurean argument that neither 
physical pain nor death is to be feared, while the threats of 
divine vengeance are a baseless dream. 
Epicureanlsm allotted a far larger place to friend-
ship than to all the other social virtues put together; and 
the disciple was taught to look to it not only for the satis-
faction of his altruistic impulses, but for the crowning happi-
ness of his life. The members of this school became remarkable, 
above all others, for the tenderness and fidelity of their per-
sonal attachments. 
After elimina ting all the sources of misery due to 
folly and vice, Epicurus had still to deal with what, in his 
opinion, were the most formidable obstacles to human happiness, 
dread of the divine anger and dread of death, either in itself, 
or as the entrance on another life. To meet these, he compiled, 
for we can hardly say constructed, an elaborate system of 
physical philosophy having for its object to show that ~ature 
is entirely governed by mechanical c ·auses, and that the soul 
perishes with the body. He appears to more e.dvantage as a 
critic than as a religious dogmatist. He meets the Stoic belief 
in Providence by pointing out the undeniable prevalence of evils 
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which omnipotent benevolence could not be supposed to tolerate; 
the Stoic optimism, with its doctrine, still a popular one, 
that all things were created for the good of man, by a reference 
to the g laring defects which, on that hypothesis, would vitiate 
the arrangements of' Nature; the Stoic appeal to omens and 
prophecies by showing the purely ·· accidental character of their 
fulfillment. But he trusts most of all to a. radically different 
explanation of the world, an explanation which everywhere sub -
stitutes mechanical causation for design. Only one of the 
older systems--the atomism of Democritus--had consistently 
carried out such a conception of Nature, and this, accordingly, 
Epicurus adopts in its main outlines. 
It is generally assumed by the German critics that 
the atomic theory was peculiarly fitted to serve as a basis for 
the individualistic ethics of Epicureanism. We have no evidence, 
however, that Epicurus saw anything more in the atomic theory 
than a convenient explanation of the world on purely mechanical 
principles. The insignificance and powerlessness of the atoms, 
except when aggregated together in enormous numbers, would 
seem to be naturally more favorable to a system where the 
communit y went for everything and the individual for nothing. 
The Epicurean philosophy of external Nature was use d as an 
instrument for destroying the uncomfortabl e belief in Divine 
Providence. For Epicurus the question of man's immortality 
was settled by the principle that nothing exists but matter, 
its attributes, and its relations. He accepted the duality of 
soul and body, but believed that the soul was onl7 held together 
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by the body, and was immediately dissolved on being separated 
from it. Thus all terrors arising from the apprehension of 
future torments were summarily dispelled. 'I'he simple dread 
of death, considered as a final annihilation of our existence, 
is overcome by the concise formula; when we are, death is not; 
when death is, we are not, therefore death is nothing to us. 
The pleasures of life will be no loss, for we shall not feel 
the want of them. Every passion, good or bad, is compressed 
and intensified by the contracting limits of mortality; and 
t n e thought of death impels men either to wring the last drop 
of enjoyment from their lives, or to take refuge from their 
perishing individualities in the relative endurance of collective 
enterprises and impersonal aims. 
Next to its bearing on the question of immortality, 
the Epicurean psychology is most interesting as a contribution 
to the theory of cognition. Epicurus holds that all our 
knowledg e is derived from experience, and all our experience, 
directly or indirectly, from the presentations of sense. It 
was with the help of this theory that Epicurus explained and 
defended the current belief in the exi s tence of gods. The 
divine inhabitants of the 'intermundia '', or empty spaces 
separating world from world, are like all other beings, com-
posed of atoms, and are continually throwing off fine images, 
some of which meJm their way unaltered to our earth and reveal 
themselves to the senses, particularly during sleep, when we 
are most alive to the subtlest impression on our perceptive 
organs. 
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SURVIVING FRAGwffiNTS OF THE EPICUREAN TRADITION 
The strongest testimony to the character and gifts 
of Epicurus is the depth of his influence over Lucretius. For 
a man of high genius to be completely possessed and dominated 
by another mind is remarkable in this case for Lucretius did 
• 
not come under the influence of Epicurus's personality, but 
lived three centuries after him. In addition t o the many 
quotations from Epicurus's ethical treatises given by Cicero, 
Seneca, Plutarch, and others, further light is thrown on the 
subject by two more recent discoveries. One is a collection 
of maxims by Epicurus discovered in a manuscript volume in the 
Vatican. They are drawn, as Usener shows, chiefly from a 
collection of sayings derived from the letters of Epicurus and 
his three chief disciples and also from Epicurus's little 
catechism of leading truths, preserved by Diogenes Laertius. 
The other discovery is of an unusual kind. In the year 1884, 
two French scholars, while exploring the scattered ruins of 
the Greek city Oinoanda in the. heart of Lycia came upon a great 
number of inscribed stones, most of them built into a wall. 
Instead of recording public events, the birth and de a th of in-
dividuals, civil decrees, or laws, these stones, strange to say , 
all formed a part of one gigantic inscription dealing with some 
philosophical subject. Which school of ancient philosophy did 
this treatise represent? As the explorers deciphered the follow -
ing words, the secret was soon an open one: 
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'By means of this writing I speak as i f I were per-
sonally present, and attempting to prove that the thing which 
is profitable for our nature is calm, being the same both .for 
one and all. Many there be that pursue philosophy for the sake 
of wealth and honors with the . vi ew of obtaining these from 
private individuals, or from kings. But we have not undertaken 
the pursuit of philosophy in order that we may gain any of the 
advantages before-named, but that we may be happy, and thus 
attain the end which Nature craves.' 
When these stones were col l ected and deciphered, it 
appeared that about the end of the second centu r y A.D. a certain 
teach er of the Epicurean philosophy, named Diogenes, living in 
Oinoanda, and being t h en a very old man, had resolved before hi s 
death to have t h e chief doctrines of Epicurus inscribed on the 
walls of a large pill a red hall near the market, which was a 
place of public resort. The inscription ran along the wall in 
t h ree bands, it is thought, each band being divided into columns. 
The upper one seems to presuppose the existence of t h e other two, 
and may have been added after them. 
From this source as well as from h is manuscripts, we 
have learned a g reat deal about his doctrines. Epicurus grew 
up full of t h e enthusiasm of humanity, and with the strongest 
conviction of the dangers of the existing religions. He saw 
how large a part Fear played in the relig ions of his time--fear 
of unseen powers in this life and of torments in the world to 
come; how uneasy it made human life, and what a hold it gave to 
imposters of all kinds. The conviction was forced on him that 
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men could not have free play for the attainment of peace and 
happiness until they had been delivered from this crushing 
burden of fear. 
The following are taken from his little handbook of 
'Articles of Faith': 
1 1. The Blessed and Incorruptible Nature neither has 
trouble of its own nor causes trouble to others, so that it 
feels neither anger nor favor, for all such emotions belong to 
that which is weak.' 
1 2. Death is nothing to us, for that which is dissolved 
has no consciousness, and that which has no consciousness is 
nothing to us.' 
1 3. The wise man laughs at Necessity who is set up by some 
as mistress of all things. Our own actions are free from any 
master and it is in consequence of this that we are liable to 
blame and praise.' 
1 4. Of all things which wisdom provides for the happiness 
of our whole life, by far the greatest is the acquisition of 
Friendship. ' 
Epicurus lifted up Friendship into a kind of sacrament, 
which should ennoble all human friendship, and brighten the 
darkest places of life. According to his system of morals, 
human beings within the magic sphere of Friendship, rise some -
how to a higher plane. 
Epicurus's influence over his disciples was so great 
that we are inclined to attribute it to the magnetism of his 
own genial personality. To them he is the one guide of life. 
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Epicurus wished his disciples to bend their whole thoughts to 
the attainment of practical wisdom, sound sense, and decision 
in the conduct of life. To him the great subject matter of 
study was conduct as relating to happiness. Was not Epicurus 
right to a certain extent? It is what we ought to do today 
and tomorrow which we require, more than Rnything else, to 
know. To live as a consistent Epicurean in the spirit of 
Epicurus demanded not only self-renunciation, but a constant 
habit of self-command. Probably the dee pest and truest of all 
Epicurus's teaching lay in his warnings against ambition, 
specially because of the· care and anxiety which go hand in 
hand with it. Other philosophers addressed themselves specially 
to the well-to-do and the cultivated, but Epicurus takes e.s 
much thought for the poor, the untaught, the suffering, as for 
the fortunate. He seemed to regard all men and women as his 
fellows whom he would gladly help. We do not wonder to hear 
that the head of scarcely any school of philosophy in Ath ens 
was so loved as Epicurus. 
No one can fail to see how thoroughly practical 
Epicurus was. This is seen, for instance, in his plan of 
preparing handbooks, containing abridgments of his doctrines 
for the use of such as had not time or faculty or patience to 
master his longer and more elaborate works. Those familiar 
with Epicurean doctrines were thus enabled to see at a. glance 
how the whole s ystem bore on any question of dispute; while 
the concisenes s of style of these tracts, and their everyday 
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language made them easily intelligible to the unlearned. 
Epicurus repeatedly recommends the committing to memory Qf 
these abridgments. The Epicurean, thus equipped, had all his 
weapons ready, and was prepared at all points to defend his 
faith. Again, the mont;_\y social meetings instituted by 
Epicurus explain part of the success and vitality of his s y stem; 
he founded a brotherhood, with fixed days of meeting, and laid 
down as specially binding on his disciples the duties of 
friendship an d mutual help. 
Thus the orga.nization which Epicurus founded was of 
a nature to live after him. In this way Epicurus did ac t ually 
succeed in handing down directly from his own personal circle, 
from one Epicurean society to another for many a generation, a 
tradition of loyalty and generosity in friendship which stamped 
true Epicureans everywhere, and which even their enemies had 
to admire. Amid all our admiration of the man, there are con-
tradictions in Epicurus which are always cropping up afresh 
and yet they really leave in our minds no feeling of inconsistency. 
He is a thorough-going materialist, yet he believes in free-will; 
he believes in the gods, and devoutly worships them, y et his 
gods have nothing whatever to do with this world; he bases all 
human action on the selfish principle, yet he has the very 
highest ideal of friendship; in politics he advocates the 
utterly contemptible, cowardly policy of "laissez-faire", yet 
towards all false religions he shows himself an unflinching 
foe, who will never sheathe his sword; he shows the profo~~dest 
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interest in science, yet he professes that science is only 
worth study as a weapon against the popular theology. Perhaps 
these inconsistencies can be explained in this way. Epicurus's 
estimate of human nature seems to have been a very imperfect . 
a n d, in some ways, a superficial one. He had, it would appear, 
so li t tle of any s ensual or selfish element in his own character, 
that he did not sufficiently take into ac c ount the selfishness 
of ordinary men. Epicurus did not sufficiently allow for the 
fact that pleasure for himself was one thing, and for the 
average man an entirely different t h ing. So too, t he Founder 
of Christianity has set an ideal which is almost impossible for 
an ordinary human being to attain. The consequence is what we 
might expect. So . long as Epicurus survived, going in and out 
among 111 s disciples, his ovm noble li f e &nd . prec ticf': ensured 
that his doctrines should not be gravelymisconstrued; so soon 
as he was dead, and his doctrines stood lone, they were only too 
certain to be perverted and made to justify self-indulgence and 
cynicism. 
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THE DE NATURA RERUM OF LUCRETIUS 
Of' those men about whom we know, t he ·only man of' 
genius whom Epicureani sm ever counted among its disciples is 
Lucretius. By some, he has been called Rome's only great 
speculative genius. However a talent for lucid exposition 
doe s not constitute speculative genius, especia lly when it is 
unaccompanied by any ability to criticize the opinions ex-
pounded. The author of' 'De Natura Rerum' show s no advance in 
his ideas of' Nature over those shown by Epicurus. The poet was, 
no doubt, a consummate observer, and he used his observations 
with wonderful felicity for the elucidation and enforcement of 
h is philosophical reasoning. There is every reason for assuming 
that he saw and described phenomena not by virtue of his 
scientific training, but by virtue of his artistic endowment. 
Nevertheless we are conscious of a great change in passing from 
the Greek morali s t to the Roman poet. Benn say s that the 
explanation of this difference lies i n the fact that Lucretius 
has so manipulated the Epicurean doctrines as to convert them 
from a sys tem into a picture ; and that he has saturated this 
picture with an emotional tone entirely wanting · to the spirit 
of Epicureanism as it was originally designed. (P. 103). 
The 'De Natura Rerum' is the g reatest of all didactic 
poems because it is something more t han didactic. The explana-
tion of this extraor dinary success is to be sought in the 
circumstance that the centra l interest whence Lucretius works 
out in all directions is vital rather than merely scientific. 
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The true heroine of his epic is not Nature but universe.l life--
human life in the first instance, then the life of all the 
lower animals, and even of plants as well. 
If we look on Lucretius as a reformer, we shall say 
that his object was to free life from the delusions with which 
it had been disfigured by ignorance and passion. If we look 
on him as an artist, we shall say that he ie instinctively 
soughtto represent life in the pure and perfect beauty of its 
ns.ked form. If we look on him as a poet, we shall say that 
he exhibits all the objects of false belief no longer in the 
independence of their fancied reality, but in their place 
among other vital phenomena, and in due subordination to the 
human consciousness whose power, even when it is bound by them, 
they reveal. 
The 'De Natura Rerum' is the greatest of Roman poems, 
because it is just the one work in wh ich the author develops 
his subject by combining an abstract form with the interest 
and inspiration of concrete reality; where negation works with 
a greater power than assertion; where the satire is directed 
against follies more widespread and enduring than any others, 
where the teaching in some most essential points can ne,rer by 
superseded; and where dependence on a Greek model left the 
poet free to contribute from his own imagination those elements 
to which t he poetic value of his work is entirely due. 
(Benn P. 113) 
Lucretius was a man whose soul the vision of Nature 
had filled with the majesty of natural law, banishing forever 
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the capricious Divine Agents. To him Nature seemed far 
grander than the old gods of the Pantheon at their mightiest. 
Moreover, he could not but feel that the conscience of man, 
with its abhorrence of wrong and cruelty, represented something 
infinitely higher than the old impure, selfish, jealous gods. 
In truth, Lucretius did good service to religion. The belief 
in a regular order in Nature, in one Power at work instead of 
many, was like a great breath of cool air, bringing calm where 
before all was confusion end the alarm of utter uncertainty. 
Lucretius, indeed, had toilsomely levelled the road and prepared 
the way by which men might mount up to enjoy a truer conception 
of God in His relation to the world; but though he made a path 
for others coming after him, he never ventured himself to 
ascend by it. 
Lucretius is nearly the only poet of whose life we 
would gladly know a little more. There is so much in his poem 
which it would explain. Almost no period of the world is 
better known to us than the age in which he lived. The letters 
and speeches of Cicero reflect that time like some mirror in 
which we watch the fi gures of all that pass come and go. Not 
only the leaders of the age, but many of the lesser men are 
known to us intimately. How strange that such a man as 
Lucretius should have passed through his own age and left al-
most no trace of himself! Was this his intention? A few 
details, so brief and tragic that they have g iven rise to end-
less controversy , are all we have. Truly Lucretius has ful-
filled only too literally that great precept of his master--
' Hide thy life'. 
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Here are the only data we have. Under the year 94 B.C., 
St. Jerome, in his Chronicle, records the life of the poet thus, 
evidently condensing some full e r narrative into one sen t ence: 
'Titus Lucretius, t h e poet, was born; afterwards, 
having been driven mad by a philtre, after he had written in 
the intervals of his mental ailment, a number of books which 
Cicero afterwards corrected, he slew himself by his own hand 
in his forty~fourth y ear'. 
The ~tatement that Cicero 'corrected' the poem is 
interesting as it brings Lucretius into some degree of connection 
with the great orator. Scholars have assQ~ed that it meant 
that Cicero 'edited' the poem. The word 'emendavit' naturally 
means corre cted either orally or in writing. Cicero's criticism 
may have been limite d enough, but, coming , from so great a 
name, Suetonius was bound to record it. The statement might, 
of course, imply that the unfinished poem was entrusted to 
Cicero to be published. The doctrine s of the poet conflicted 
so violently with Cicero's own that the latte r may well have 
grudge d the labor necesse_ry in order to edit a manuscript full 
of additions which the author had not completely worked in. 
Lachmann holds that the editor was Quintus Cicero, 
the orator's younger brother, but we can hs.rdly imag ine Jerome 
denoting by the name 'Cicero' any other than the great orator. 
Cicero's l e tter to ~uintus written early in 54 B.c., shows that 
barely four months after Lucretius's death, both brothers had 
already read his poem, and that the younger had referred to it 
in a previous letter. In reply Cicero say s: 
"Lucreti poemata ut scribis ita sunt, multis luminibus 
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ingeni; multae tamen artis si eum inveneris, virum te putabo." 
By some editors a 'non' is inserted in this sentence, 
but its position vari e s. It is provoking to be left uncertain 
whe ther Cicero questioned the genius or the art of the poem, or 
whether he allowed Lucretius to possess both genius and art, 
meaning by the latter 'skill in composition'. Cicero's bent was 
too unscientific for him to appreciate the strong grip of prin-
cipl e s, the joy in arduous research, and the triumphant grasping 
of new truth wh ich could make even such a subjec t a poem. 
Certain passages in Cicero evidently refer to t h e poem. 
Thus in a work written ten y ears after the poem appeared he says: 
'I am accustomed often to wonder at the presumption of 
certain philosophers who admire the knowledg e of nature and 
exultantly give thank s to the Inventor and Founder of it, and 
worship Him as a God; for they declare that by Him they have 
been delive red from the most grievous tyrants, from a perpetual 
terror and fear both by night and by day. ' \Tus. Disp. I-21) 
It is difficult to imagine that these words can refer to anything 
else than to certain passages of Lucretius. 
Some years ago a new life of Lucret i us was found which, 
·according to Masson, is throughout singularly independent of 
Jerome, and contains fresh data, among them an anecdote which may 
be genuine and derived from Suetoni us. Lucretius, it is said, 
used to show th e books of the poem as they were written to Cicero, 
and to pay heed· to his criticism. In the course of reading he 
was sometimes advised by him to observe modesty in the use of 
metaphors, of which two instances in particular are quoted--
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"the abysses of Neptune" and the ''caverns of the heaven". 
The author anonymously quoted here is probably Varro, 
from whose 'De Poetis Latinis' Ritschl thinks that most of the 
details of literary criticism i~ Suetonius are derived. Only 
once, however, does Suetonius quote him by name and that is in 
his life of Terence. 
The criticism attributed to Cicero is curiously end 
circumstantially confirmed by Masson who says that Cicero's 
taste in poetry underwent a che.nge _between his youth and his 
later life. In his youth Cicero translated into spirited verse 
of poem of Aratus on the signs of the weather. Doubtless Cicero 
then admired Aratus, but his feeling toward that school of poets 
greatly altered later. The sty le of his early youth, especially 
in writing verse is not that approved by the grown man. 
Lucretius wa s so deeply inf luenced by this work of -Cicero's 
that he ·has frequently imitated it. It would be only natural 
t h at Lucretius should seek friendship and ask for t he critic ism 
of the great statesman and orator whose verses had so caught 
his boyish fancy , who was a hearty patron of literature, and 
also a life long student of Epicurean doctrines--who had, more-
over, in the inmost circle of his friends, many Epicurea ns. 
The words 'postea emendavit' in Jerome imply t hat 
Cicero corrected the poem after t he death of Lucret i us, whereas 
the 1 Vita 1 of Munro lays stress on the criticism occu~ing during 
the lifetime of Lucretius. Cicero may have revised the poem, 
more or less, in both cases, and both would then be mentioned by 
Suetonius. 
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Profes s or J. s. Reid , a h igh authority on Cicero, s ay s: 
1 1 can on l y say again that ln my opinion no Renaissance 
s cholar could have invented the story about Cicero. The fact 
that ' Neptuni lacunas' does not occur in the extant text of 
Lucretius and 1 caeli caverni' is found in the 'Aratea' of 
Cicero would be quite enough to deter a scholar from g iving 
these illustrations as the two chief examples, and considering 
how Cicero in later life criticized h is own early work, there is 
nothing surprising in his oojections to 'caeli cavernae'. 
Mr. Andrew Lang, a critic accustomed to wei gh literary 
evidence says, 'I do not t h ink forgery possible. In fact, it 
has too much breadth and simplicity to have come from a forger's 
brain. 1 
C I C E R O'S P H I L 0 S 0 P H Y 
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HIS EARLY STUDIES AND TEACHERS 
Cicero's first systematic lessons in philosophy were 
given him by the Epicurean Phaedrus, then at Rome because of 
the unsettled state of Athens. His lectures Cicero attended at 
a very early age, even before he had assumed the toga virilis. 
The pupil seems to have been converted at once to the tenets of 
the master (Ad Fam. Xlll; 1, 2). Pheedrus remained to the end 
of his life a friend of Cicero who speaks warmly in praise of 
his teacher's amiable disposition and refined sty le. He is the 
only Epicurean with p erhaps the exception of Lucretius, whom the 
orator ever allows to possess any literary power. Cicero soon 
aba.ndoned Epicureans ism, but his schoolfellow, Titus Pompon ius 
Atticus, received more lasting impression from the teaching of 
Phaedrus. It was probably at this period of their lives that 
Atticus a nd his friend became acquainted with Patro, who succeeded 
Phaedrus as head of the Epicurean school. 
At this time before the year 88, Cicero also heard the 
lectures of Diodotus the Stoic, with whom he studied chiefly, 
though not exclusively the art of dialectiq. (Brutus #309). 
This art, which Cicero deems so important to the orator that he 
calls it 'abbreviated eloquence' was then almost the monopoly 
of the Stoic school. 'A quo cum in aliis rebus tum studiosissime 
in dialectica exercebar, quae quasi contracta et astricta 
eloquentia putanda est .. ' (Brut. #309). For sometime Cicero 
spent all his day s with Diodotus in the severest study, but he 
seems not to have been much attracted by the general Stoic 
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teaching. Still, the friendship between the two lasted till 
the death of Diodotus. He seems to have been one of the most 
accomplished men of his time, and Cicero's feelings toward him 
were those of gratitude, esteem and admiration. 
In the year 88 B. c., the celebrated Philo of Larissa, 
then head of the Academic Schoo\ came to Rome, one of a number 
of eminent Greeks who fled from Athens on the approach of its 
siege during the Mithridatic War . . Philo, like Diodotus, was a 
man of versatile genius; unlike the Stoic philosoper, he was a 
perfect master of both the theory and the practice of oratory. 
Cicero had scarcely heard him before all inclination 
er for Epicureanism was swept from his mind, and he surrenaed himself 
A 
wholly, as he tells us, to the brilliant Academic. Smitten with 
enthusiasm,.~ he abandoned all other studies for philosophy . 
Perhaps his zeal was quickened by the conviction that the old 
judicial sy stem of Rome was overthrown forever, and that the 
great career once open to an orator was now barred. 
We then see that before Cicero was twenty-one years of 
age, he had been brought into intimate connection with at least 
three of the most eminent philosophers of the day, who represented 
the three most vigorous and important Greek Schools. It is fair 
to conclude that he must have been thoroughly acquainted with 
their spirit, and with the main tenets of each. 
His own statements, after every deduction necessitated 
by his egotism has been made, leave no doubt about his diligence 
as a student. In his later work he often dwells on his youthful 
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devotion to philosophy. (Tus c. Dis. V #5, De Off. I I #3, 4). 
It would be unwi se to lay too much stre ss on the close relations 
which subsis ted betwe en the rhetorical and the ethical teaching 
of the Greeks; but there can be little doubt that from the great 
rhetorican Molo, at this time Rhodian ambassador at Rome, Cicero 
gained valuable information concerning the ethical part of the 
Greek philosophy. 
During the years 88-81 B. c., Cicero emplo.red himself 
incessantly with the pursuit of philosophy, law, rhetoric, and 
belles lettres. Many ambitious works in the t wo departments 
las t mentioned were writ ten by him at this period. On Sulla' s 
return to the city after his conquest of the Marian party in 
Italy, judicial affairs once more took their regular course, 
and Cicero appeared as a. pleader in the courts, the one philosopher 
orator of Rome, as he not unjustly boasts. For two years he was 
busily engaged, and then suddently left Rome for a. tour in 
Eastern Hella.s. It is usually supposed that he came into collision 
with Sulla through the freedman Chry sogonus who was implicated 
in the case of Roscius. Cicero himself, even when mentioning 
his speech in defence of Roscius, never assigns any other cause 
for his departure than his health, which was being undermined 
by his passionate style of oratory. (Brut. #312, 314, 316). 
The whole two years 79-77 B.C. were spent in the 
society of Greek philosophers and rhetoricians. The first six 
months were passed at Athens, and were almost entirely devoted 
to philosophy, since, with the exception of. Demetrius Syrus, 
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there were no eminent rhetorical teachers at that time r e sident 
in the city. 
Probably by the advice of Philo himself, Cicero at-
tended the lectures of that clear thinker and writer, Zeno of 
Sidon, of the Epicurean School. In Cicero's later works there 
are several references to his teaching. Zeno was biting and 
r' 
sarcastic in speech and spiteful in spirit, hence in st~king con-
trast to Patro and Phaedrus. 
0 . 
It is curf,us to find that Zeno is 
numbered by Cicero among those pupils and admirers of Carneades 
whom he had known. Phaedrus was now at Athens, and along with 
Atticus, who loved Phaedrus bey ond all other philosophers, 
Cicero spent much time in listening to his instruction, which 
was eagerly discussed by the two pupils. Patro was probably in 
Athens at the same time, but this is nowhere explicitly stated. 
Cicero must at this period ha ve attained an almost complete 
familiarity with the Epicurean doctrines. 
There seems to have been no eminent representative of 
the Stoic school then living at Athens. Nor is any mention made 
of a Peripatetic teacher whose lectures Cicero might have at-
tended, though M. Pupius Piso, a professed Peripatetic, was one 
of his companions in this sojourn at Athens. Only ~hree notable 
Peripatetics were at this time living. Of these Staseas of 
Naples, who lived for some time in Pi so's house, was not then ·at 
Athens. Diodorus, the pupil of Critolaus, is frequently named 
by Cicero, but never as an acquaintance. Cratippus was at this 
time unknown to him. 
The philosopher from whose lessons Cicero certainly 
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learned most at this period, was Antiochus of Ascalon, now the 
representative of a Stoicised Academic school. On the main 
point which was in controversy between Philo and Antiochus, 
Cicero still continued to think with his earlier teacher. His 
later works, however, make it evident that he set a high value 
on the abilities and the learning of Antiochus, especially in 
dialectic which was taught by him after Stoic principles. 
Cicero speaks of him as eminent among the philosophers of the 
time, both for talent and acquirement. (Ac. 11 #4); as a man 
of acute intellect (Ac 11 #69); as possessed of a pointed ~tyle 
(Ad Att. Xlll; 19 #5); in fine, as the most cultivate d and 
keenest philosopher of the age (Ac 11 #113). A considerable 
friendship sprang up between Antiochus and Cicero (Ac 11 #113, 
De Leg. l #54), which was strengthened by the fact that many 
friends of . t he latter, · such as Piso, Varro, Lucullus and 
Brutus, more or less .adhered to the views of Antiochus. It is 
improbable that Cicero at this time became acquainted with 
Aristus t he brother of Antiochus. 
'rhe main purpose of Cicero while at Athens had been to 
learn philosophy; in Asia and at Rhodes he devoted himself 
principally to rhetoric, under the guidance of the most noted 
Greek teachers, chief of whom was his old friend Molo, t h e head 
of the Rhodian school. Cicero, however, formed at Rhodes one 
friendship which largely influenced his views of philosophy, 
that with Posidonius the pupil of Panaetius, the most famous 
Stoic of the age. To him Cicero makes reference in his works 
oftener than to any other instructor. He speaks of him as the 
greatest of the Stoics; as a most notable philosopher, to 
visit whom Pompey, in the midst of his eastern campaigns, 
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put himself to much trouble, as a minute inquirer. He is 
scarcely ever mentioned without some expression of affection, 
and Cicero tells us that he read his works more than those of 
any other Stoic author. Posidonius was at a later time resi-
dent at Rome (Plut.-Marius) and stayed in Cicero's home. 
From the year 77 to 68, Cicero was too busily engaged 
with legal and political affairs to spend much time in systematic 
study. That his oratory owed much to philosophy from the first 
he repeatedly insists; and we know from his letters that it 
was his later practice to refresh his style by much study of 
the Greek writers, and philosophers. During the period then, 
about which we have little or no information, we may believe 
that he kept up his old knowledge by converse with his many 
Roman friends who had a bent towards philosophy, as well as 
with the Greeks who from time to time came to Rome and frequented 
the houses of t h e Optimates; to this intercourse he added such 
reading as his leisure would allovr. The letters contained in 
the first book of those addressed to Atticus which range over 
the years 68-62 B. c., e.fford many proofs of the abiding strength 
of his passion for literary employment. In the earlier part 
of this time we find him entreating Atticus to let him have a 
library which was then for sale; expressing at the same time 
in the strongest language his loathing for public affairs, and 
his love for books, to which he looks as the support of his 
old age (Ad Att. 1, 10 and 11). 
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In the midst of his busiest political occupations 
when he was working his hardest for the consulship, his heart 
was given to the adornment of his Tusculan villa in a way 
suited to his literary and philosophic tastes. This may be 
taken e.s a specimen of his spirit throughout life. He was 
before all things a man of letters; compared with literature, 
politics and oratory held quite a secondary place in his affections. 
Public business employed his intellect, but never his heart. 
The year 62 _ released him from the consulship and 
enabled him to indulge his literary tastes. To this year belong 
the publication of his speeches, whlch were crowded, he sa;rs, 
with the maxims of philosophy (Ad Att. 11, 1 #3). His long lack 
of leisure seems to have caused an almost unquenchable thirst 
for reading at this time. His friend Paetus had inherited a 
valuable library which he presented to Cicero. At this period 
of his life Cicero spent much time in study at his estates near 
Tusculum, Antium, Formiae and elsewhere. The idea had been 
spread abroad that Cicero was a mere dabbler in literature, and 
that his works were extempore paraphrases of Greek books half 
understood. In truth, his appetite for everykind of literature 
was insatiable, and his attainments in each department consider-
able. He was certainly the most learned Roman of his age, with 
the single exception perhaps of Varro. One of his lettere to 
Atticus will give a fair picture of his life at this time. 
{Ad Att. 1, 20 #7, Cf , 11, 1 #12). 
The years from 59 to 57 B.C. were years in which 
Cicero's private cares overwhelmed all thought of other occupa-
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tion. Soon after his return from exile, in the year 56, he 
describes himself as 'devouring literatur~ ( and laughingly pro-
nouncing that nothing is sweeter than universal knowledge 
(Ad .Att. IX 11 #2 tV 8 A #1). Literature formed then~ he tells 
J< 
us, his solace and support, and he would rather sit in the garden 
seat which Atticus possessed, beneath a bus.t of Aristotle, than 
in the ivory chair of office. 
In the year 51 Cicero, ·then on his way to Cilicia, 
revisited Athens, much to his own pleasure and that of the 
Athenians. He stayed in the house of Aristus, the brother of 
Antiochus, and . teacher of 'Brutus'. Cicero also speaks in kindly . 
' I 
terms of Zeno, an Epicurean friend of Atticus, who was then with 
Patro at Athens. It was at this time that Cicero interfered to 
prevent Memmius, the patron of the great Roman Epicurean Lucretius, 
. from destroying the house in which Epicurus had lived (Ad Fam. XII,, 
1, Ad Att. V II #6). Cicero seems to have been somewhat dis-
appointed with the state of philosophy at Athens, Aristus being 
the only man of merit then ~esident there (Ad Att,V )lO #5). On 
t he journey from Athens to his pro~ince, he made the acquaintance 
of Cratippus, who afterwards taught at Athens as head of the 
Pe~ipatetic School. He was by far the greatest, Cicero said, of 
all the Peripatetics he had himself heard and indeed equal in 
merit to the most eminent of that school (c f. Tim. #2 with 
De Div. 1 #5, Brutus #250). Cicero's son in writing to Tiro 
sa~s, ttcratippo me scito non ut discipulum, sed ut filium esse 
coniunctissimum; nam cum audio illum libenter tum etiam propriam 
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eius euavitatem vementer amplector. Quare da operam, ut hunc 
ta.lem, tam iucundum, tam excellentem virum videas quam primum." 
The care of that disordered province of Cilicia was 
enough to employ Cicero's thoughts till the end of the year 50. 
Yet he yearned for Athens and philosophy. His wishes with regard 
to Athens still kept their hold upon his mind, and on his way 
home from Cilicia he epoke of conferring on the city some signal 
favor (Ad Att. VI 6 #2). At Athens Cicero stayed with Aristus 
(Ad Att. VI, 9, 5) and renewed his friendship with other 
philosophers, among them Zeno, the friend of Atticue. 
On Cicero's return to Italy public affairs were in a 
very critical condition, and left little room for thoughts 
about literature. It ie very curious to find Cicero, in the 
very midst of civil war pouring over the books of Demetrius 
concerning concord (Ad Att. IX 9 #2, cf. VII 11); or employing 
r' his days in arguing with himself a string of abs~act philo-
sophical propositions about tyranny (Att. IX 4 #2; 9 #1). 
Nothing could more easily show that he was really a man of 
books; by nothing but accident a politician. In those evil 
days, however, no occupation was long to his taste; books, 
letters, study, all in their turn became unpleasant (Ad Att. 
IX 10 #2). As soon as Cicero had become fully reconciled to 
Caesar in the year 46, he returned with desperate energy to his 
old litera~r pursuits. In a letter written to Varro in that 
year (Ad Fam IX 1 #2) he says ) "! assure you I had no sooner 
returned to Rome than I renewed my intimacy with my old friends, 
my books". These gave him real comfort, and his studies 
31 
seemed to bear richer fruit than in his day s of prospertty 
(Ad Fam IX 3 #2). 
Cicero, the philosopher, is made to suffer for the 
short-comings of Cicero, the politician. Those who have 
criticised his political weakness, vanity and irresolution, 
make haste to deprec't,ate his achievements in philosophy, 
without troubling themselves to inquire too closely into 
their intrinsic value. 
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CICERO'S PHILOSOPHICAL PRINCIPLES 
In attempting to define Cicero's position with respect 
to the various contemporary schools of thought, it will be best 
to fol1ow the division of philosophy into the three branches of 
Physics, Logic, and Ethics. The only post-Aristotelian school 
which possessed a system of physics in all respects peculiar to 
itself was the Epicurean, and physical arguments were not promi-
nent in the controversies of the time. The two main te.sks of 
the later Greek philosophy were, as Cicero often insists, one 
dialectical, t he establishment of a criterion, such as would 
suffice to distinguis~ the true from the false, and one ethical, 
t h e determination of the summum bonum or moral standard. 
All that was distinctive of the New Academy was its 
dialectic which came to it in direct descent from Socrates. 
The New Academy had for its own special property the doctrine 
that man is so constituted as to be incapable of reaching 
absolute and certain truth. It was by virtue of accepting this 
tenet that Cicero became and on all occasions declared himself 
a follower of the New Academy. 
'For we are not people who believe that there is nothing 
whatever which is true, but we say that some falsehoods are so 
blended with all truths, and have so great a resemblance to them, 
that there is no certain rule for judging of or assenting to 
propositions; from which this maxim also follows, that many 
things are probable, which, though the;,r are not evident to the 
senses, have still so persuasive and beautiful an aspect that a 
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wise man chooses to direct his conduct by them' (N.D. I . 5) • 
..1 
It is easy to see what there was in this view to 
attract Cicero. His mind •as open a.nd unprejudiced, receptive, 
and impressible to an extraordinary degree, and utterly unfitted 
for a blind and deaf defence of any fixed dogma. His temperament 
also was gentle almost to softness, and he entirely lacked the 
robust confidence in self which distinguished the dogmatic 
controversalist. His experience as an orator also inclined him 
towards the New Academy. He was accustomed to hear arguments put 
forward with equal persuasiveness on both sides of a case. In 
other fields too it seemed to him arrogant to advance any proposi-
tion with a conviction of its absolute indestructible truth. 
'Men ought to teach and enlighten one another in a spirit of 
gentleness and moderation.' ( Tus. I I " 5) • 
In positiveness of assertion there seemed to Cicero to 
be something reckless and unseemly and destructive to that 
dignity, balance and control which distinguish ed the Roman ideal 
of character. Wherever authority had loudly raised its voice, 
t here philosophy had pined. The true philosophic spirit, Cicero 
said, requires us not to maintain with obstinacy one view of a 
subject, but to study all vie ws. The Academic glories in his 
freedom of judgment. He is not compelled to defend an opinion 
whether he wills or no, merely because one of his predecessors 
had maintained it. The Academic sips the best of every school. 
He is anxious that people should combat his opinions, for he 
makes it his aim, with Socrates, to free himself and others from 
the mists of error (Tus. V ll). If he finds it easier to detect 
.) 
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error than to discover truth, the fault lies in the nature of 
the things and not in him. 
While rejoicing in this boundless freedom of thought 
Cicero indignantly repels the charge that the Academy, though 
claiming to seek for the truth, effaces the. distinction between 
the true and the false, and can therefore find no truth to 
follow (N.D. I )l2). Truth is identified with probability and 
not with certainty (Ac. II ) l2l.Modo hoc modo illud probabilius 
videtur). Another consideration which attracted Cicero to 
these tenets was their evident adaptability to the purposes of 
oratory, and the fact that eloquence was, as he puts it, the 
child of the Academy. (Paradoxa #2_Nos ea philosophis utimur 
quae peperit dicendi copiam). (Fat. 3 ~ Cum hoc genere philosophiae 
quod nos sequimur magnam habet orator societatem. (Cf. Tus. I, 7). 
The New Academy was bound by the very condition of its 
existence to refrain from inculcating any particular doctrines. 
Its one function was to breathe into its disciples the spirit 
of critlcism, to drive out from their minds that confident 
spirit of dogmatic assertion, which like some wild and savage 
monster (so Cicero has it in Ac. II 108) dominated the adherents 
of all the other philosophies. This task accomplished, the 
New Academy left its alumni absolutely free to accept any tenets 
whatever. There was indeed nothing in the principles of the 
New Academy to prevent one of its folloVTers from accepting the 
Stoic scheme, or the Epicurean scheme, whole and entire, if he· 
could conscientiously say that he had made a thorough examination 
and was merely giving expression to what he supposed at the 
moment to be probably true. 
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The New Academics genera.lly took firmer ground in 
ethical matters than the Sceptics and Cicero often went bevond 
•J 
his own friends in this respect. Thus in the 'De Legibus' when 
the conversation turns on a question in morals, he begs the New 
Academy, which has introduced confusion into these sub jects, to 
be silent (Leg. I , 39). There can be no doubt that Cicero was 
deeply influenced throughout his life by the scheme of ethics 
which he had learned from Ant iochus. That philosoph er is men-
tioned with great respect in all of Cicero's works which touch 
on moral or political questions (Leg. I 1 55). But a ll sy stems 
which seemed to assure to moral principles a sound basis had 
for Cicero a great attraction. He was, in his later d a ys, 
facinated by the Stoics almost beyond the power of resistance. 
In respect of their ethical and relig ious ideas he calls them 
"great and famous philosophers" (N.D. I -' 4). Once he expresses 
a fear l est t hey should be the only true philosoph ers after a 11 
(Tus. IV 53). There was a magnificance about the Stoic utterances 
on morality , more suited to a superhuman t han a human world, 
which allured Cicero, more than the barrenness of the Stoic 
dialectic repelled him (Off. IIIJ 20). Most Stoic of all his 
works are t he Tusculan Disputations and the De Officiis. 
The branch of philosophy concerned with natural 
phenomena was of small importance compared with ethics. Cicero 
esteemed physical science mainly as a form of culture. In all 
anci ent systems, theology was recognized as a division of 
natural science. The relig ious element in Cicero's nature 
inclined him very strongly to sympathize wi th t he Stoic views of 
the grand universal operation of divine power. Piety, purity, 
and moral good were impossible in any form, he thought, if the 
divine government of all the universe were denied. On the 
intellectual side, Cicero used his reason keenly and severely 
to discover truth and detect error, but, where intellect failed, 
he dared to believe, without logical proof, that which best 
served the needs of humanity. Cicero glorified t h e powers of 
the human spirit, akin to God, free, born to achieve virtue. He 
also recognized the claims of the flesh and the reality of its 
pains and its pleasures. He aimed at forming the whole man 
(Fin. v) 26). 
Cicero made no concession to man at his feebl e st and 
lowest; he admitted bodily goods to the Summum Bonum, but always 
in the second rank. He tells us ~hat virtue outshines bodily 
goods as sunlight outshines starlight. Virtue is the product of 
man's own will. At birth we have the seeds of virtue divinely 
implanted in us, but they flov1 er in to mature virtue only by the 
work of the will (Fin. V )36). '.No man owes his virtue to God' 
is Cicero's emphatic declaration (N.D. III 136). It was on this 
point that St. Augus tine departed from the Ciceronian tradition. 
St. Augustine's doctrine of grace gave all the glory to God. 
The Augustinians held that the original bond between man and 
God had been broken and must be renewed in each individual case, 
while to Cicero the bond was perpetual, and bestowed a natural 
dignity upon all men. Man consists of body and spirit. Both 
are worth y of consideration; yet the good of the spirit is 
infinitely more important than that of· the flesh; virtue, which 
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is the good of the spirit, may be achieved only by effort of 
will, though our divine origin gives us a natural capacity 
for it. 
In De Fato Cicero discusses the subject of free will. 
He bases his belief in freedom on moral grounds, not on 
logical proof. If there is no freedom, says Cicero, there is 
no moral responsibility. If neither consent nor action is in 
our control, then there is no justice in praise, blame, honor 
or punishment. Since this consequence is vicious, we must 
conclude that all things are not in the power of fate. 
(Fat. XL). Even St. Augustine who bitterly opposed Cicero be-
.. 
cause the latter in asserting freedom, denied the foreknowledge 
of God, admits that Cicero's purpose was to benefit human life 
(De Civitate Dei V, 9). 
It has been suggested that Cicero felt the need to 
defend the doctrine of freedom not only in the interest of in-
_dividual morality but for the sake of the falling Republic. 
Thus he hoped to stir men up to action for political freedom. 
c. Thiaucourt in his "Essai sur les Traites Philosophiques de 
Ciceron• says, 'Fatalism is a doctrine favorable to despotism 
and every defence of free will is a blow for liberty'. Thus, 
on the ground that the doctrine of free will is essential for 
personal virtue and advantageous for the State, Cicero assumes 
its truth and declares without any reservation that men have 
control over their own choices; Est autem aliquid in nostra 
potestate (Fat. XXXI). 
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In the sharp antithesis drawn by Cicero between the 
goods of the body and the goods of the spirit is i mplied t he 
other-worldly origin of the soul. In discussing the nature of 
the gods he says that this study is most valuable for the light 
it throws on the nature of the soul of man (N.D. 1 1). Cicero j 
questions the Stoic idea of God in Nature. He will not admit 
theology as a substitute for natural science. He stRtes the 
principle that one must always seek a. natural explanation of 
a natural phenomenon and not flee to God as to an altar .. 
(N.D. 111 24). Denying that cosmos necessarily shows divine 
creatorship (N.D. 111 28), Cicero also questions the Stoic doc-
trine of Providence. Why, he asks, is sin permitted in a world 
ruled by Divine Providence? If God gives reason and men use 
it for evil purposes, is not He who gave the g ift to blame? 
He might have made all men wise and good. (N.D. 111 , 79). 
Again, why do the righteous often s~rfer while the vicious 
prosper and triumph (N.D. 111 )80)? If no distinction is made 
between the lot of the good and the lot of the wicked, there 
is, apparently no divine government in the world (N.D. lll J85). 
Material conditions for a happy life are precisely the gifts 
God could bestow with just discrimination, since man owed his 
virtue to his own efforts (N.D. 111~87). 
To the Stoics one important argument for the existence 
of gods was the fact of divination, or miraculous revelation 
of the future through omens. In his treatise, De Divina.tione, 
Cicero rejects the miraculous as a proof of the spiritual 
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order in the universe, while, at the same t i me, he asserts 
his belief in the spiritual order. He strives to rule out 
the supernatural from the realm of phy sics, and to keep 
religion free from all adhesions of superstition and credulity. 
In matters that belong properly in the realm of scientific 
inquiry , he refuses to allow a place for divination or super-
natural intervention. 
In practical affairs, he say s, men resort to experts, 
not to diviners. Whatever happens has a natural cause; in 
other words, noth ing that can happen is a miracle (Div. 11 , ~2). 
The arguments concerning the existence of Deity were 
found by Cicero to be favorable, on the whole, to a belief in 
the gods; but for certainty and assurance he went further, 
into the fi eld of practical reason and ethical need. The 
existence of th e gods and the supremacy of virtue as the End 
were assured by Cicero to be reasonably probable when viewed 
in the light of theoretical truth, and to be certain when he 
came to lay down rules for conduct. On these beliefs Cicero 
bases all his ethical philosophy, both for the individual and 
for the Stat e; but in his ethi cal treatises he declines to 
argue further on these topics. The time for speculation and 
refle c t ive balancing of evidence is past, now that philosophy 
is to be applied to life. So he postulates the bare essen t ials 
of his religious faith. In the DeLegibus when he introduces 
the subject of human laws, he askes the hearer to grant the 
proposition that the universe is ruled by gods (De Leg . l j 21). 
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Postulating the supremacy of virtue, Cicero shows 
that virtue is the only armor of man against the common ills 
of life--pain, sorrow and the fear of death. He refuses to 
make exact dogmatic statements. He stands aloof from the dis-
pute of the Schools as to whether pain and grief are to be con-
sidered genuine evils or not, and whether the life of the good 
man is to be considered blessed or perfectly blessed. He will 
not even express assurance that the individual soul is immortal. 
He asserts its divinity, not its immortality. He hopes for 
immortality and citing the authority of Plato, declares, 'I had 
rather be wrong with Plato than right with his opponents.' (Tus. 
Dis. 1 39-40). He has no proof of immortality, but he cannot 
believe that the mysterious Power that rules the universe made 
and nurtured man only to let him fall at last into the unending 
evil of death (Tus. Dis. 1 , 118). 
But, even if there be no after-life, Cicero insists, 
the worth of virtue is unassailable. Appealing to the case of 
Socrates, Cicero declares that even if there is no irrnnortality, 
he who dies the death of the righteous is in a better state 
than he who lives in wrongdoing (ibid., 1 99). ~One day', he 
declares, 'spent in virtuous living, following the precepts of 
wisdom, is better than an immortality of sin'. (ibid., V 5). 
Virtue is not only protective armor for the individual; 
it is a tool to be used aggressively for the good of society 
and for that unit of societ;r most precious to a Roman, the or-
ganized State. To Cicero the normal field for virtuous action 
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is human society. Human society is sacred on account of its 
link with the Divine. Men are drawn together in society by 
the common possession of reason and speech, divine gifts. 
Justice, the virtue which holds society together, is founded on 
the relation of gods and men (De Off. 1,153). He who sins 
against society sins against the gods who established it. 
(De Off. 111, 28). H~~an virtue approaches the gods most closely 
in founding and preserving states (De Re Pub.l, 12). The common-
wealth belongs to gods and men, and this association gives honor 
and dignity to human society (De Leg. 1, 123). By such state-
ments as these does Cicero declare his faith in the dependence 
of organized human life on Divine and Unseen Power. 
From this view of society should follow respect for 
individual men of all ranks; consideration for allies, foreigners, 
and even slaves; a humane and peace-loving foreign policy for 
the nation. A belief in the brotherhood of man demands democracy 
witri,11the State. But it must not be a pure democracy, since men 
are not equal in ability. Unrestricted liberty reacts and ends 
in tyranny (De Re Pub. 1~68). 
The law by which the organized State exists is God's 
law; it existed ages before human law (De Leg. 111, 8). The 
study of law must begin with Jove (De Leg. 11, 7). The belief 
that human law is derived from divine and eternal law, a belief 
common to Cicero and the Stoics, played a great part in the 
later development of Roman jurisprudence. Laferriere gives full 
credit to Cicero for his work in broadening Roman Law and in 
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basing it on the natural relations of God, man, and society. 
The supreme manifestation of virtue is service to 
the State. A life spent in such service, Cicero tells us, if 
it is accompanied by personal virtue is a sure road to heaven 
(De He Pub. VI, 13 and 16). 'There is in heaven a special 
place of bliss for tho s e who have served their country . To 
that God who looks down upon the earth there is nothing dearer 
than men bound to each other by reverence for the laws. ' 
Cicero thus appears to speak with assurance at least' of the 
immortality about which he refused to dogmatize before. Yet 
even here the other world is seen only through the bright veil 
of Scipio's Vision, "A hope begotten, not a thesis proved". 
Even the simple and basic tenets of Cicero's philosophy 
cannot be wholly proved, for man's logic can never attain to 
more than the probable truth. But the real fundamentals with~ 
out which life becomes hopeless, Cicero dares to assume without 
proof. He is a sceptic in so far as he rejects all unproved 
assertions relating to the general field of knowledge; further, 
he will not avail himself of fallacious arguments even for 
those doctrines which he finds absolutely necessary for ethics. 
In so far as he accepts the ethical axioms without proof, he 
is a dogmatist. That which in the field of pure reason could 
never be more than probable becomes to Cicero true in the 
field of the practical reason, because of its indispensable 
value to the well-being man. 
Cicero's philosophical position seems to b e the truly 
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humanistic one. On the intellectual side, he burns with a 
desire to learn the truth (Acad. 11 65); he rebukes superstition 
and credulity, he scorns the mental indolence that contents 
itself with flimsy arguments for its beliefs and is satisfied 
to slumber at the feet of authority . On the ot her hand, he 
does not neglect love of mankind, the humanitarianism which we 
have come to reckon an equally valuable element in humanism. 
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CICERO'S TREATMENT OF EPICURUS and EPICUREANISM 
While Cicero dislikes and probably states inadequately 
the Epicurean doctrines, he feels, with his age, that the other 
schools differ rather in name and definitions than in essentials. 
During the time he was uncompromisingly fighting the Epicurean 
doctrines, he maintained a close friendship with many Epicur eans, 
Atticus being one, and Lucretius, too, may have belonged to the 
outer fringe of t h e circle. But Cicero in speaking of the 
Roman Epicurean Literature never mentions Lucretius. Probably 
at that time the poems of Lucretius had not yet made their way , 
and Cicero unable to include the great poet in his sweeping 
condemna tion, and unwilling to allow that anything good could 
come from the school of Epicurus , preferred to keep silence 
concerning a little known writer about which his readers woul d 
not expect him to express his opinion. 
Cicero despised Epicureanism most sincerely, and one 
of his chief aims in undertaking his philosophical works was 
to stem the tide of its popularity in Italy . At the same time, 
as a patriot, he felt shame that t he literature of his country 
should be destitute just where Greek was richest. As for the 
alleged incapacity of the Roman intellect to deal with phil-
osophical inquiries, he will not hear of it. It is only , he 
say s, b ecause the energy of the n a tion has been diverted into 
other channels that so little progress has been made in this 
direction. He refers to the history of Roman oratory in support 
of this opinion. There can be no doubt that Cicero believed 
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that if he wrote on philosophy he _ would do his country a real 
service. In his enforced political inaction at this time and 
amid the disorganization of the law courts, it was only b y 
this work that he could render any service at all. 
Cicero makes no claim to orig inality . He did not 
even suppose himself to possess a special and t echnical knowledge 
of what had been written on the subject. His writing s are to 
a great extent free translations from Greek sources. 'De lingua 
La tina securi es ani mi. Dices, qui talia conscribis" >A rrcf y 9 a..¢ a. 
sunt, minore labore fiunt, verba tantum adfero, quibus abundo.' 
(Ad Att . XII 52). His sty le howeve r is original. He wrote in 
t h e form of a dialogue and since in the eye s of the average 
Roman, philosophy lacked interest and could onl7r be attractive 
when set in a Roman frame, he introduced episodes and illustra-
tions from the history and literature of his own country . 
In his dialogues Cicero has a representative of each 
of the di'fferent schools express his arguments in such a way 
that they are convincing . From the Epicurean spokesman in 
these dialogues we acquire a great deal of knowledge both as 
to the Epicurean doctrines and to what Cicero himself thinks 
of them. 
Cicero tells us that he considers Epicurus an adver-
sary when he says, •In Epicur i , adversarii nostri, castra 
coiecimus". (Ad Fam IX 20 # l) Cicero is also opposed to the 
Epicureans for 1Epicurei, minime aptum ad dicendum genus' 
(Brut. 131), and ' Epicurei societatis rei publicae partem nee 
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norunt ullam neque umquam nosse voluerunt' (De Legg. 1 }09). 
That Cicero wrote against the Epicureans is learned from a 
letter in which it is said 'Contra Epicureos.Cicero scripsit 
secundum librum Tusculanarum dlsputationum' (Ad Att XIII 38 #1). 
'Queruntur quidam Epicurei, viri optimi-nam nullam genus est 
minus malitiosum-me studiose dicere contra Epicurum' (De Legg. 
'Epicure! litteras fere · neglegere solent'. (In 
Pison. ?0), 'Epicurus non satis politus iis artibus, quas qui 
tenent eruditi appellantur, deterruit alios a studiis' (De 
Fin. 1 >26), ' Quamquam orationis ornaments. neglexit oratio eius 
me non offendit; nam et complectitur verbis quod vult et dicit 
plane quod intellegam' (De Fin. 1:, 14~ II, 15). 
'Epicure! amicitiam colunt' (De Fin I 55), 'Idem ) 
dicit omnium rerum, quas ad beate vivendum sapientia compara-
verit, nihil esse malus amicitia, nihil uberius, nihil 
iucundius; nee vero hos oratione solum, sed multo magis vita 
et factis et moribus comprobavit' (De Fin. l, 65), 'Negat 
Epicurus iucunde posse vivi, nisi cum virtute vivatur, negat 
11llam in sapientem vim esse fortunae, tenuem victum antefert 
copioso, negat ullum tempus, quo sapiens non beatus sit; omnia 
philosopho digna, sed cum voluptate pugnantia' (Tus. III.) 49), 
'Epicurus omnino virtutem a bonorum fine segregavit' 
IV 49), '.Epicure etiam videtur semper sapiens bea tus' 
(De Fin. · 
( Tus V , Sl.) • 
' Epicure! voluptate omnia metiuntur' (De Or. III, 62), 
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'Verum et simplex bonum quale sit, se negat omnino Epicurus 
sine voluptatibus sensum moventibus ne suspicari quidem' 
(Ace.d. 1 7), 'Epicurus omne iudicium in sensibus et in rerum 
notitiis et in voluptate constituit' (Acad. 1 42). 
'Deos dixit Epicurus neque propitios cuiquam esse 
solere neque iratos' (In Pison. 59), 'Epicurus deos iocandi 
causa induxit perlucidos et perflabilis' (De Divin. tl1 40), 
'Eius discipuli omnibus susperstitionis terroribus soluti et 
in libertatem vindicati nee metuunt deos et pie sancteque 
colunt naturam excellentem atque pra~tantem' (De Deor. Nat. 1 
" 
56), 'Epicurus ex animis hominum extraxit radicitus religionem, 
cum in dis immortalibus, et opem et gratiam sustulit' (De Deor. 
Nat. 1, 121). 
'Enuntiationes aliquas neque veras neque falsas esse 
dicebant' (De Fat. 37), ' Que voluit subvenire erroribus 
Epicurus iis, qui videntur conturbare veri cognitionen, dixitque 
sapientis esse, opinionem a perspicuitate seiungere, nihil 
profecit; ipsius enim opinionis errorem nullo modo sustulit' 
(Acad. llJ 45). 
'Epicurus invenit, quod videlicet Democritum fugerat; 
ait atonum, cum pondere et gravitate directo deorsum feratur, 
declinare peululum' (De Dear. Nat. 1 69), 'Epicurus fatum 
extimescit et ab atomis petit praesidium easque de via deducit' 
(De Fat. XVIII 21). 
'Malus dicit esse malum mediocrem dolorem quam 
maximum dedecus' (Tus. II J28), 'Multis locis, Epicurus dicit 
satis fortiter de dolore, sed tamen id ei non est consente.neum 
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dicere, qui bona voluptate terminaverit, mala dolore' 
(De Off. :III , 117), 'Epicurus ts.ntum monet, quantum intellegit; 
..r 
neglege, inquit, dolorem; si summus dolor est, necesse est 
brevem esse' (Tus. 11_, 44; V.:- 88). 
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POINT OF DISAGREEMENT 
Cicero was too honest, too wise, too modern to live 
in accordance with the doctrine of any special school of 
philosophy. He knew, and no one better, th~t the pleasure of 
the world was pleasant, and that the ills are the reverse. 
When his wife betrayed him, he grieved. When his daughter 
died, he sorrowed. When his foe was strong against him, he 
hated him. He avoided pain when it came near him, and did his 
best to have everything comfortable around him. He was so far 
an Epicurean, as we all are. He did not despise death, nor 
pain, nor grief. 
He loses his courtesy, however, in abusing the 
Epicureans. "Therefore do not waste your salt, of which your 
people are much in want, in laughing at us. Indeed, if you 
will listen to me you will not try to do so; it does not be-
come you; it is not given to you; you have not the power. I 
do not say this to yo~", he says, addressing Velleius, "for 
your manners have been polished, and you possess the courtesy 
of our people; but I am thinking of you all as a bo~y, and 
chiefly of him who is the father of your rules--a man without 
science, without letters--one who insults all, without critical 
ability, without weight, without wit" (De Deor. Nat. U _. 29). 
To Cicero, the Epicurean ideal based on Democritean 
physics was too materialistic, too realistic. He could not 
sympathize with a system in which the standard of right and 
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wrong was merely one of relativity. Cicero also refuses to 
accept the arguments by which the Epicureans defended their 
belief in freedom of the will. When in their fear of losing 
freedom, they deny the obvious proposition that every judgment 
is either true or ff..tse, and when they add the notion of the 
swerve to emphasize t h e atomic theory of Democritus, in order 
to explain freedom, Cicero will not go with them. 
The Epicurean's quietism and consequent withdrawal 
from civic duty in. order to cultivate that inner virtue were 
far from Cicero's ideal. Cicero rejects their theory that the 
Highest Good is Pleasure on logical grounds because he is 
unable to solve the problem of the exact solution of external 
ills to the inner peace that virtue brings. It remained for 
Christianity to escape the difficulty by postponing the consum-
mation of happiness to the after-life. Cicero declares that 
the Epicurean view lays the foundation of virtue in water 
(De Fin. !1 >72). It should be suppressed not by a philosopher 
but by the censor (11~59). It makes the body the criterion of 
good, and, if that were the case, the good of man and the good 
of the beasts would be the same (II, 111). Cicero emphasizes 
the need of correct thinking as a basis for action. Epicurus 
and others of his school, he admits, acted better than they 
spoke; but this only shows that the instinct for goodness can 
rise superior to evil theory (Ir, 81). 
CONCLUSION 
. ,System of Epicurus in Cicero and in Fact 
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SYSTEM OF EPICURUS TN CICERO AND IN FACT 
The qualities which enabled Epicurus to comp~ te 
successfully with much greater thinkers than himself as the 
founder of a lasting sect were practical more than theoretical. 
Others before him had taught that happiness was the end of 
life; none like him, had cultivated the art of happiness, and 
pointed out the fittest methods for attaining it. The idea 
of such an art was a real and important addition to the 
sources of civilization. No mistake is greater than to suppose 
that pleasure is lost by being made an object of pursuit. 
Granting that happiness as such can be made an object of culti-
vation, Epicurus was perfectly right in teaching that the 
remova.l of pain is its most essential condition, fault y as 
was his confusion of the condition with the thing itself. In 
assigning a high importance to friendship he was equally well 
inspired. Congenial society is not only the most satisfy ing 
of enjoyments in itself, but also that which can be most 
easily combined with every other enjoyment. 
After the death of Epicurus h i s followers were ac-
cused of moral laxness, and his ideal of happiness later be-
came mere l y satisfaction derived from bodily pleasures. This 
laxity was repellant to Cicero and made him incline in ethics 
more to the idealism of the Stoics. 
For Epicurus to revive the atomi c theory showed 
courage and insight. It is not a little remarkable that the 
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. whole of the Roman Epicurean literature was almost exclusively 
devoted to the ph;rsical side of the sy tem. The Romans had as 
yet a strong practical basis for morality in the legal and 
social constitution of the family and in their political life, 
and did not feel the need of theoretical systems. On the other 
hand, the general decay among the educated classes of a belief 
in the supernatural accompanied · as it was by an increase of 
superstition among the masses, caused many readers to turn 
with avidity to a philosophy which offered a purely mechanical 
explanation of the universe. Cicero assigns the popularity of 
Epicureanism to the easy nature of the Epicurean physics and 
to the fact that there was no other philosophy for Latin 
readers. (J. S. Reid). 
Cicero grants that inborn qualities of men are due 
to natural causes, such as climate and heredity; but he insists 
that all natural tendencies may be overcome by will, desire, 
and training. 
Cicero rejects the atheistical doctrines of the 
Epicureans, since they practically separate God from human life. 
Though Epicurus wrote on religion, yet, .in denying that the 
gods love or care for man, he destroys the temples as surely as 
did Xerxes with his marauding hosts (De Deor. Nat. I, 115) •. If 
there is no bond between Deity and man, there is no basis for 
human virtues. For if piety, reverence, and religion go, pro-
bably faith, coope~ion, and justice go too (1, 3-4). If 
there be such a god as that of Epicurus, let him go! (1, 124). 
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Thus Cicero lays down the principle that the only basis of 





Among the systems of ancient philosophy, Epicureanism 
is remarkable for the completeness with which its doctrines were 
worked out by their first author, and for the fidelity with 
which they were handed down to the latest generation of his 
disciples. The Epicureans alone continued to bear the name of 
a master whom they regarded with religious veneration. 
Epicureanism was es sentially a practical philosophy. 
The physical, theolog ical, and log ical portions of the sy stem 
were reasoned out with exclusive r eference to its ethical end, 
and their absolute subordination to it was never allowed to be 
forgotten. From the time of Socrates on, the majority of the 
Greeks, had they been asked what was the ultimate object of 
endeavor, or what made life worthy living , would have answered, 
oleasure. To a Greek, mental pleasures were those derived from 
~ . 
friendship and from intellect ual activity . But Epicurus: while 
wa.rmly pa.~egyrl ozing frie ndshlp, recommends it not for the direct 
pleasure it affords, but for .the pain and danger wh'i ch it prevents. 
From this conception of painlessness as the supreme good, he 
proceeds to evolve from it his whole sy stem. After eliminating 
all the sources· of misery due to folly and vice, Epicurus dealt 
with the dread of divine anger by compiling an elaborate s ystem 
of physical philosoph~! having for its object to show that Nature 
is entirely governed by mechanical causes, and that the soul 
per i shes with t he body . 
No man can fail to see how thoroughly practical 
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Epicurus was. This is seen for instance, in his plan of prepar-
ing handbooks, containing abridgments of his doctrines for the 
use of such as had not time or faculty or patience to master 
his longer and more elaborate works. Again, the monthly social 
meetings instituted by Epicurus explain part of the success and 
vitality of his system; he founded e. brotherhood and laid down 
as specially binding on his disciples the duties of friendship 
and mutual help. In this way Epicurus actua.ll~;r succeeded in 
handing down from his own personal circle a. tradition of 
loyalty and generosity in friendship which stamped the 
Epicureans everywhere, and which even their enemies had to admire. 
But Epicurus's estimate of human nature seems to have been a very 
imperfect one. He did not sufficiently allow for the fact that 
pleasure for himself was one thing, and for the average. man a.n 
entirely different thing. The consequence is that so long a.s 
Epicurus survived, his own noble life and practice ensured that 
his doctrines should not be misconstrued; so soon as he was dead, 
and his doctrines stood alone, they were only too certain to be 
perverted. 
The strongest testimony to the character and gifts of 
Epicurus is the depth of his influence over Lucretius although 
he lived three centuries later. Lucretius, however, so manipu-
lated the Epicurean doctrines as to convert them from a system 
into a picture; he has saturated this picture with an emotional 
tone entirely wanting to the spirit of Epicureanism as it was 
originally designed. Lucretius was a man whose soul the vision 
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of Nature had filled with the majesty of natural law. The 
belief in a regular order in Nature, in one Power at work 
instead of many, was the preparation of a way by which men 
might mount up to enjoy a truer conception of God in His rela-
tion to the world. 
The statement that Cicero "emendavit" the 'De N&tura 
Rerum' is interesting as it brings Luc-retius into some degree 
of connection with the great orator. Cicero's first systematic 
lessons in philosoph;r v:ere given him by the Epicurean Phaedrus 
who remained to the end of his life a friend of Cicero, who 
speaks warmly in praise of his teacher's amiable disposition 
and refined style. He is the only Epicurean, with perhaps the 
exception of Lucretius, whom the orator ever allows to possess 
any literary power. Cicero soon abandoned Epicureanism and 
studied dialectic under a Stoic teacher. Then he studied under 
the Academic Philo who was a perfect master of both the theory 
and the practice of oratory. Thus we see that Cicero at an 
early age had been brought into intimate connection with at 
least three of the most eminent philosophers of the day, who 
represented the three most vigorous and important Greek schools. 
The true philosophic spirit, Cicero said, requires 
us not to maintain with obstinacy one view of a subject, but to 
study all views. He is not compelled to defend an opinion 
merely because one of his predecessors had maintained it. The 
doctrine of the New Academy that man is so constituted as to 
be incapable of reaching absolute and certain truth appealed 
to Cicero. In his later days, he was fascinated by the Stoic 
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ethical and religious ideas. The branch of philosophy con-
cerned with natural phenomena was of small importance com~ared 
with ethics. Cicero esteemed physical science mainly as a 
form of culture. The religious element in Cicero's nature in-
clined him very strongly to sympathize with the Stoic views of 
the grand universal operation of divine power. Piety, purity, 
and moral good were impossible in any form, he thought, if the 
divine government of all the universe were denied. He often 
ridiculed the theory of Epicurus that all our knowledge is 
derived from experience, and all our experience from the 
presentations of sense. It was with the help of this theory 
that Epicurus explained and defended the current belief in the 
existence of gods. The divine inhabitants are like all other 
beings, composed of atoms, and are continually throwing off 
fine images, some of which make their way to earth and reveal 
themselves to the senses. 
Cicero thought that virtue was the product of man's 
own will. The supreme manifestation of virtue was service to 
the state. The Epicureans abstained from political life in 
order to obtain the tranquillity which they thought produced 
soul happiness. Cicero, however, believed that there was a 
special place of bliss in heaven for those who had served their 
country. 
Cicero also refuses to accept the arguments by which 
the Epicureans defended their belief in freedom of the will. 
He could not sympathize with a system in which the standard of 
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right and wrong was merely one of relativity. Cicero grants 
that inborn qualities of men are due to natural causes; but 
he insists that all natural tendencies may be overcome by 
will, desire, and training. He emphasizes the need of correct 
thinking as a basis for action. Epicurus and others of his 
school, he admits, acted better than they spoke, but this only 
shows that the instinct for goodness can rise superior to evil 
theory. Cicero rejects the atheistical doctrines of the 
Epicureans, since they practically separate God from human 
life. If there is no bond between Deity and man, there is no 
basis for human virtues. Thus Cicero lays down the principle 
of . 
that the only basis ,, ethical conduct lies in the bond between 
man and the unseen spiritual world. 
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